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This quarter I was a teaching assistant for WWU’s Environmental Studies Department’s Education and Eco-Social
Justice program field quarter. The quarter consists of four classes with the same group of educators and learners.
Our experiential application this year was collaborating with WSANEC language revitalization school, Whiteswan
environmental organization, and Waskowitz Environmental Learning and Service outdoor leadership program to
create curriculum and cultivate community for our field trips.

My duties as a teaching assistant for this program were to facilitate student learning, to create prep work for
instructions, give feedback to students, assist with administrative work, and the be available to help with any other
needs. My learning objectives for being a teaching assistant were to learn how educational collaborations come to
be from behind the scenes, how to facilitate reciprocal ways of learning within these collaborations, and how to
provide culturally safe spaces. My last learning objective was to have a greater understanding of my leadership
style.
From my observations of behind-the-scenes operations I’ve witnessed the amount of time folks had to commit to
the development of the program, meeting after meeting, emails upon emails. Little details have a tendency to
change throughout planning, if I ever get the opportunity to help with a collaboration in the future I’ll be sure to
plan for flexibility around numbers of people and the materials needed for each individual. I will also note the
amount of paperwork needed to be able to do these programs. Medical information, travel information,
background checks, volunteer form, etc. My planner, labeling materials we were moving and having all necessary
documents in one packet were some strategies used to try to stay organized.

From my observations of facilitating reciprocal ways of learning and on providing culturally safe spaces I’ve picked
up some good skills. Such as the importance of looking to the elders/knowledge keepers of the collaborating
communities to build upon the western education foundation that our lesson plans have. Another key component
is creating a safe communicative space. Some ways to foster this is giving recognition/ gratitude for people’s hard
work and willingness to interact with one another, doing this can help folks feel valued and they will likely feel more
comfortable voicing problems as they pop up. Setting boundaries before the collaborations take place is another
way to create a safe communicative space. Some boundary examples could be using I statements in discussions,
another could be for folks to not take photos and instead remain present.
Risk management is another element I got to experience during this internship, although it was not an explicit
learning objective of mine. For this position I got Wilderness First Responder certified, a 5-day wilderness medicine
training. While this training was incredible and useful (see week 2 of journal for big takeaways), but the ideal goal is
for no one to need medical aid in the first place. Hence, risk management. Our field trips primarily took place on
Sucia island and some of our risk management assessments included practicing cooking safety, staying single file on
narrow trails, planning for wet weather, practicing leave no trace, the buddy system and much more. Applying risk
management looks like setting clear boundaries and expectations. It also means having a system in place for when
folks don’t follow these rules and may end up with an injury or near miss.
Prior to this internship my experience with teaching had only been executing curriculum and lesson plans. During
this internship my teaching role was more focused on supporting budding teachers, and our learning was rooted in
place or in the land. When I previously heard the term land-based learning my brain always went to taking
opportunities that pop up withing the landscape as a learning opportunity, I also envisioned using all of the senses
to cue into what we chose to learn about and reflect on how we can learn from this natural element. Land based
learning is this, but it is also goes beyond these principles. After this internship land-based learning to me means
incorporating oneself into the lessons. What I mean by this is acknowledging our own relations to the natural
elements we are learning from, themes of reciprocity and the importance of our stewardship and
interconnectedness with the land. I’m unsure if land-based education can be a leadership style but the key
purposes of it are qualities I try to be conscious to incorporate into how I interact with the world.

Self-Evaluation Section:
Overall, I believe I meet my goals and in return had an incredible experience being a teaching assistant for spring
block. I fulfilled all of my expected duties. I was able to provide a mediating space for students to express their
needs, I gave feedback on lessons plans and curriculum building, and assisted in any other capacity required of me.
My feedback from the students was mostly positive. It seems I was strong in my organization skill and the students
knew I was available for support and care when needed. Areas of improvement included taking a step back from
checking in with folks as it could come off as micromanaging. I see the value in this critique, I may have come off
strong to come folks. Compared to the students I felt like I was doing too little, it was difficult for me to remain as a
supportive role the whole time.

